
 
Leukemia* 

                                                                             (Part I)  
 

What Is Leukemia? 

Leukemia is a cancer of the blood cells. It is the most common type of blood cancer and 
affects 10 times as many adults as children. Most p eople diagnosed with leukemia are 
over 50 years old.  Leukemia usually begins in the bone marrow, the soft material in the 
center of most bones where blood cells are formed. The bone marrow makes three types 
of blood cells, and each type has a special functio n. 

• White blood cells fight infection and disease.  
• Red blood cells carry oxygen throughout the body.  
• Platelets help control bleeding by forming blood cl ots.  

In people with leukemia, the bone marrow produces a bnormal white blood cells, called 
leukemia cells. At first, leukemia cells function a lmost normally. But over time, as more 
leukemia cells are produced, they may crowd out the  healthy white blood cells, red blood 
cells, and platelets. This makes it difficult for t he blood to carry out its normal functions. 
There are four common types of adult leukemia. Two are chronic, meaning they get worse 
over a longer period of time. The other two are acu te, meaning they get worse quickly. 

• chronic lymphocytic leukemia  
• chronic myeloid leukemia  
• acute myeloid leukemia  
• acute lymphocytic leukemia  

Chronic lymphocytic leukemia, chronic myeloid leuke mia, and acute myeloid leukemia are 
diagnosed more often in older adults. Of these, chr onic lymphocytic leukemia is the most 
common. Acute lymphocytic leukemia is found more of ten in children. The symptoms for 
each type of leukemia differ but may include fevers , frequent infections, fatigue, swollen 
lymph nodes, weight loss, and bleeding and bruising  easily. However, such symptoms are 
not sure signs of leukemia. An infection or another  problem also could cause these 
symptoms. Only a doctor can diagnose and treat the problem.  

Myeloma and lymphoma are other types of cancer that  affect blood cells, but these cancer 
cells are rarely found in the blood stream. Myeloma  is the second most common form of 
blood cancer, and it affects plasma cells, a type o f white blood cell that is found in the 
bone marrow. Lymphoma accounts for about five perce nt of all the types of cancer in the 
United States. It starts in the lymphatic system, w hich is part of the body's immune 
system. Both myeloma and lymphoma are more common a mong older adults and occur 
more often in men than women.  There are many treat ments available to treat acute and 
chronic leukemia. For more information regarding tr eatments for leukemia, consult with 
your doctor.   
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